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The central question facing the McCracken Research Library 
six years ago when it launched The Papers of William F. “Buf-
falo Bill” Cody was basic: why should Cody’s papers be ed-
ited and published? Cody was not a great statesman; he was 
not an important philosopher nor a literary genius. Though 
widely recognized as a show business pioneer, his contribu-
tion to cultural consciousness and advancement has too of-
ten been, and in large measure continues to be, relegated to 
the margins of American history. Cody is readily accepted as 
a pop culture icon of his day but not always seen as a subject 
of serious scholarly study.
As this present volume illustrates, William Cody deserves 
the level of attention afforded by this documentary editing 
project not because of his intellectual, economic, or politi-
cal contribution but, rather, in part, because he was the most 
successful cultural export in American history. No other en-
terprise before or since has so boldly claimed to represent the 
American experience. Moreover, Cody did not merely repre-
-
From Cody’s prescient perspective, the United States is a plu-
ralist, multicultural, exceptional nation. For European audi-
ences, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West stood for the frontier, and the 
frontier stood for America. The American West was the canvas 
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on which Cody painted his unique and uniquely American por-
trait. Like any other worthy work of art it continues to be re-
examined and reinterpreted.
This current volume is part of that ongoing reexamina-
tion. The Wild West in England, edited by Frank Christianson, is 
the fourth volume of The Papers of William F. “Buffalo Bill” 
Cody and is being published simultaneously with the third 
volume, Buffalo Bill from Prairie to Palace by John M. Burke, ed-
ited by Chris Dixon. These two volumes underscore the glob-
how, beginning in London in 1887, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West per-
formed the drama of frontier settlement to millions of Euro-
peans. They also point to Cody’s ability to reach ordinary peo-
ple and yet appeal to the most elite circles. These new editions 
give us a clearer picture of a man who transcended geograph-
ic, social, cultural, and national boundaries.
global economy does not need or even allow unique nation-
al identities. Cody had the advantage of operating in a world 
that delighted in differences and celebrated distinctive identi-
ties. Within that context, he posited an uncommon American 
character and found an energetic reception wherever he went.
To contextualize and better understand that character, the 
Buffalo Bill Historical Center—its staff, board, and generous 
supporters—have made a substantial investment in recovering 
and reclaiming the nineteenth-century American West through 
-
ca’s coming of age—as documents, photographs, newspapers, 
and memoirs come into view and reveal a distant but dynam-
ic time and place: the world of Buffalo Bill.
Kurt Graham
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